address conceptions of communication in Islamic societies (Schlesinger, Mowlana, 1993) . Rather, it sets out to analyse the recent development of Arabic media, especially in the Middle East, and their relationship with public opinion in these countries. This choice results from the authors' observations -which we reiterate on several occasions in this paper -that the Arabic mediascape (Appadurai, 1990) has changed profoundly in the last ten years, and that these changes have had an influence on Arab public opinion (Ayish, 2003 (Ayish, , 2004 Fandy, Brown, 2005) . 3 This topic obviously raises conceptual problems. First, how far is it legitimate to refer to "Arabic" media, since the term implies that these media form a unified whole? Until very recently, these media -like others elsewhere in the world -were rooted in the concept of the Nation-State, insofar as this was the frame of reference for the language used, the regulatory system, the target readership or the editorial line. But the lack of political unity in the Arabic world implies a corresponding lack of unity in the media. Although the idea of a unified media landscape here may be just as unlikely as in the Englishspeaking world, the existence of a common language does endow the latter with a sense of unity that, however minimal, is nevertheless crucial. And the very presence of the new transnational Arabic media is largely the result of the transnational status of Arabic itself -which leads to a second topic: the role of Islam. To address this, two points have to be taken into consideration. First, the Arabic nations have populations that are largely Muslim. Secondly, the transnational status of Arabic is the result of the development of Islam through history.
4
Despite this, neither the Arabic world, or even the Islamic world, forms a unified whole. The vision of a universal Islamic community -the ummah -is far from becoming a reality and has no political equivalent at present: political divisions between the States concerned -not to mention the non-Arabic States with partly or entirely Islamic populations, such as Indonesia, Pakistan or Iran -prevent this from being achieved. Any kind of unity over topics of discussion is therefore partial and ambiguous. Thus -as shown by Gregory Kent -we have to accept that there is both unity and heterogeneity: a degree of unity based on a common language and religion that, probably, have given rise to a partly shared culture but, a contrario, differences in religious interpretations, diverging political traditions and different experiences of colonialism and struggles for independence have produced the diversity we see today. It goes without saying that the authors of this paper reject -explicitly or implicitly depending on cases -the idea of a "clash of civilisations" as propounded by Samuel Huntington (1998) .
5
Although the Arabic media operate in the context of the Nation-State (language, editorial line, readership, regulatory framework), the relationship is ambiguous, especially in the case of transnational media. Two characteristics stand out here: the existence of a transnational language and the fact that, until very recently, the media in Arab countries were under very strict state control. As shown by Kai Hafez (2001) , in an overview of Arabic media systems, these have been directly dominated either by the state or by power politics within the political elite and their owners may be agents of the State, although the printed press is sometimes less controlled than elsewhere or more autonomous than audiovisual media (Hafez, 2001; Sakr, 2001) . One of the main instruments of media control were the national press agencies, which served to centralise the collection and dissemination of information concerning the country, both within and outside its borders (Ayar, 2001; Austria Press Agentur, 2002) . A study of the media in Iraq has shown that, before the 2003 invasion, most press information originated -with one exception, a newspaper owned by Saddam Hussein's son Uday (Huguenin-Benjamin, 2004 ) -from press releases from the official press agency. Another study, which covered an earlier period, showed that information directed to the Middle East was incomplete due to State control (Middle East Report, 1993) . Nothing was said, for example, about the Halabja poison gas attacks or about the Anfal, the genocidal campaign against the Kurds.
6
According to Hisham Milhem (Middle East Report, 1993) , the Halabja attack was covered by the media in Kuwait and other Gulf States, but only after Kuwait was invaded by Iraq. Events of major importance were used quite shamelessly for strategic purposes by those in power, as were the media. The articles in this feature, which focus on an analysis of continuity and change in Arabic countries, are therefore of relevance to broader studies of democratic and parliamentary discourse (Stanyer, Wring, 2004; Plattner, Diamond, 2002; Brumberg, 2002) .
7
The subject of relationships between transnational media and control exercised by Nation-States appears several times in this special feature. According to Noureddine Miladi, for example, the recent and well-known impact of the Al-Jazeera satellite channel, broadcast from Kuwait, is due to the fact that politics in Kuwait have allowed more freedom of expression that anywhere else in the Middle East. As a result, the media and politicians in other Arabic countries have come under pressure from demands in public opinion for the expression and dissemination of different ideas and information, for example about political, military and other events. In her analysis of recent reforms implemented in the Gulf States to regulate the media, Naomi Sakr is more pessimistic: the Arabic States are still exercising strict control over the material released. Control is not always formal, and may for example operate through the absence of a clear definition of freedom of expression and its limits. These blurred boundaries leave a margin for initiative from the authorities, since editorial choices are often controlled by media owners who are themselves linked to political circles. As Monroe Price comments (2003) , insofar as the regulatory framework for the media is always, in part and among other things, a means for keeping a particular social group in power, the rhetoric used to justify the reform of regulatory frameworks -especially under the pressure of globalisation -is rarely reflected in practice in the reforms themselves. Naomi Sakr points to the same dissonance in the case of the Gulf States. Nevertheless, the situation has changed profoundly over the last ten years, as the creation of new transnational media and, especially, satellite television channels, has lessened possibilities for States to control information and opinions (Amin, 2003; Fandy, Brown, 2005) . This change, which results from new editorial choices that stem in turn from political choices (by a State or political party), is the core issue addressed in the analyses contributed by Victoria Fontan and Noureddine Miladi. Furthermore -to turn to a so far little known and rarely addressed topic -the growth of the transnational Arabic media raises the question of their impact on the Arabic and/or Islamic diasporas, particularly in Western countries. If, as argued by Arjun Appadurai (1990), immigration and the media are dominant forces in globalisation, then the use of these media by these populations is of particular importance. As indicated above, terrorist networks use videos made by suicide bombers and broadcast them on transnational media to influence populations (Burke, 2005) . Investigating their influence on French populations with a migrant background, Kamel Hamidou shows that their use of Arabic transnational media is inversely proportional to their subjective degree of integration in the host society. It is impossible to answer these questions, which demonstrate, moreover, the difficulties we are faced with -compounded by the fact that, in the topic area we are concerned with here, it has to be recognised that any attempt to influence Arabic and/or Islamic public opinion is necessarily dependent, at least in part, on the Arabic media. On this subject, US foreign policy has invested significantly in the creation of Arabic media as well as in public diplomacy projects 1 (see the contribution from Noureddine Miladi). It is likely that the receptiveness of Arabic media to messages from the West will take on a great deal of importance in the future, making the "mediascape" a significant variable (Fandy, Brown, 2005) .
12 The first theme in this special feature concerns the transformation of the media sphere in the Arabic world and/or in the Muslim world. The contributions on this theme focus mainly on transnational media based in Middle Eastern countries (Kamel Hamidou, Victoria Fontan, Naomi Sakr, Noureddine Miladi). The second theme concerns public opinion in these countries or among their diasporas (Victoria Fontan, Noureddine Miladi, Gregory Kent). Sub-themes include analyses of changes in the light of various determinants, such as technological developments (especially in satellite technology), regulatory frameworks and the means used to bypass them, as well as responses from States and target audiences, not to mention the economic decisions underlying the new media offerings. Finally, these articles investigate the changes taking place in countries where the media were strictly controlled by the State in the past, through control of broadcasting and publishing licences or editorial content (censorship and other less formal means of control) (Sakr, 2001 : 103-109) . The change stems first from the inability of regimes to control the transnational services offered, at least on the receiving end. The fact that editorial choices are made on the basis of decisions by states (or political parties), and not independently, is often discussed by the contributors (most directly by Victoria Fontan and Noureddine Miladi). Victoria Fontan argues that the editorial policy of the Al-Manar channel -which, with certain recent changes, has become at least superficially comparable to that of Western audiovisual media services -is the fruit of a process that echoes the political choices of the Lebanese Hezbollah party in a specific political context. And this means that even when a media institution comes close to Western standards, it can still be instrumentalised by a local political agency that may or may not be open to Western influence. Noureddine Miladi makes a similar analysis: the cultural and informational innovations characterising Al-Jazeera's offerings, and which appear to be the result of editorial independence, are actually the fruit of a political decision. The author argues that Al-Jazeera's impact on the Arabic world stems from the fact that its content is distinct from broadcasting services in other countries in the Arabic world that are still dominated by the journalistic output of information ministries and their press agencies. Al-Jazeera's arrival on the scene helped to create an Arabic public sphere, a pan-Arab forum for discussion and debate among people that had never had a voice before.
13 The analyses from the other authors mainly address political and journalistic aspects, rather than economic aspects, because, as explained by Jihad Fakhreddine 2 (2004) , media owners in the Arab world tend to consider the media as a source of political influence rather than a commercial investment. However, this does not mean that changes in the media have been homogeneous. While a service like Al-Jazeera seems open to different opinions, this is not the case for all broadcasting services, since, as we have just seen, such openness can cater for the political needs of a group in power. As Naomi Sakr suggests, changes to a regulatory regime can be more ambiguous than initially thought. Thus, the increasing interest in Arab public opinion is most certainly a consequence of the "war on terror". While public interest in Al-Jazeera's development has grown, in this context, its impact was already being felt in the Arabic world before the 11 September 2001 attacks. Although Al-Jazeera has broadcast video tapes obtained from Al Qaeda, it decided not to broadcast an interview with Osama bin Laden from its own correspondent in Kabul, Tayssir Alouni, on the grounds that the content was overly propagandist and had no real news value (CBS, 2002) . Since then, Al-Jazeera has never broadcast terrorist representatives live without a commentary or other editorial accompaniment, to avoid being accused of promoting terrorist propaganda directed at Arabic populations (Eedle 3 , 2005) . But the question of Arabic public opinion and its relationships with the development of Arabic media can be considered from several angles. Kamel Hamidou compares trends among French populations with a migrant background with the influence of Arabic satellite channels, while Noureddine Miladi considers that -as we have already underlined -the indirect impact of Al-Jazeera has been to increase the pressure of demands for freedom of expression in the Arab world, a pressure that seems to stem from the open discussions where the voicing of different opinions has become a hallmark of the Al-Jazeera service. In the last decade, in other words with the increasing politicisation of Islam, the development of the Arabic media has been closely monitored by a Western elite (see Gregory Kent's contribution to this feature). Victoria Fontan, on this subject, analyses how far the development of Al-Manar's editorial policy may be On the other hand, to those analysing representations of the Arabic and Islamic worlds in the European media, Islam is more an alibi, or an explanatory detourat least asserted as such -but ultimately has no explanatory value, whether the frame of thought is openly Marxist (Lucas Dufour) or calls on empirical explanatory schemes of Anglo-Saxon origin (Athanassios N. Samaras). In both cases, the existence of Islam is a pivotal aspect in the examples from the European press analysed by these authors. In Greece, the way the press presents terrorist attacks against the US can be accounted for by the deep-rooted anti-Americanism of contemporary Greek culture on the one hand, and traditional Greek hatred of Islam (since the Ottoman occupation) on the other. In Le Monde, the opposition between Muslims on the one hand and Christians or Animists on the other explains the "forgotten" war in Sudan, although the reality is different. In both examples, the nature of European representations of Islam stems from something which is external to the Arabic world itself, in other words from ideological tenets that are specific to the two European countries in question.
